Syllables and Syllabaries:
What Writing Systems Tell Us about Syllable Structure

AmaliaE. Gnanadesikan
West Chester University

CUNY Conference on the Syllable
Januay 19, 2008

I. Theoretical Preliminaries: What might syllabaries tell us about syllable structure?

o gyllables exist? E What is theinternd structure of the syllable?0
DAJNY Conference on the Syllable Call for Papers

QO]necrudal test of atheory of linguistic structure is whether it can beintegrated into a
theory of processing.O(Jackendoff 1983, p. 5)

Writing systems are by their nature theories of processing.

m Becoming literate requires becoming concioudy aware of (some of) the
linguistic structures of one@@ language (Mattingly 1972, Gmbert 1992, &mour
2006)

m Inventingawriting system entails encoding (some of) thelinguistic structures of
on&3 language.
Written representation — explicit awareness — implicit QealityO

m Invented writing systems tend © besyllabaries (or logosyllabaries), notdphabes
(Daniels 1996)

m Explicit avareness of syllables developmentally precedes phonenic awareness
(Liberman & al. 1974, @svami 2006)

m Syllabaies are easy to learn; dphéabets are difficult (Gleitman & Rozin 1973,
Taylor & Taylor 1995)

Syllables look more Qeal Othan segments, despite their dow acceptance into early
generative phonobgy (cf. lack of syllablesin SPE).

I1. The Theoretical Hurdle

Syllabaries dorn®look much like syllables. (Consdered moraic in Roge's 2005, ¢ d.)
E.g. Linear B vs. Greek syllables (Chadwick 1987).

S n{5 PR

ka-ko ti-ri-po ko-wo
kha(l)ko(s) tripo(s) ko(r)wo(s)
bronze0 QripodO oy

What then, if anything, do syllabaries tell usaboutsyllables?



I11. Scope of the data

Pretheoretic definition of a syllabary: a phonobgically-based writing system tha (in
some sizable pottion ofthe sgnary) does notrepresent individud segments, butrather
some string of segments.

Doesnot indude

m Logographic systems, which ae morphologically based. Eg. Chinese characters,
pats of Mayan hieroglyphs and aindform

m  Nondinear alphabes, in which individud segments are represented, butare
graphically grouped togeher in some way, eg.

e Aksara-based systems of southern Asia and Bhiopia
e Cree GyllabicsO
e Korean han@ul

m Consonantal Alphabets, in which consonant segments are represented, buteither
all vowels or some vowels are omitted (E.g. Phoenician, Aramaic, Hebrew, Syriac,
Arabic)

IV. The Evidence
A. Strings or syllables?

AKkkadian cuneiform (logosyllabary): phonobgical sign typesindudeV, CV, CVC, VC.

Given dring CVCV, written form is Scy-Scv, *Scve-Sv, except a morpheme bounday,
or where O/ Qis actudly ?V (Coope 1996)

paasu pa-ra-su, *par-as-u Qo deideO

B. Syllabic membership

Akkadian again:
Many CV,C syllables are written Svi-Svic:
iprus ip-ru-us he decidedO
Mayan (logosyllabary): phonobgcal sgnsareV, CV (Coe & Van Sone2005)
pakal pa-ka-la @hiel do )
pitz pi-tzi (play bdlO
tzul tzu-lu QlogO
Change in vowel addsinformation douttha nudeus
baak ba-ki (QprisoneO
muut mu-ti Qoird, omenO
ahk a-ku QurtleO



Note: this reverses segmental linear order as perceived by dphébet users, but segmental
order may be overated, both acoudicaly (Liberman 1970)and & represented in
syllabic sgns

Cypriot (Greek): phonobgcal sgnsareV, CV, afew CCV with ksv (Woodad 1997)
Spdlingrules:

m  Word-find consonants (-s, -n, 4) are usualy spdled with an gpenthetic Be(but
occasiondly find Bsand Bn ae omitted).

gar ka-re JorO
kasi %nétos ka-si-ke-ne-to-se orothers, Oacc.
mist'on mi-si-to-ne »f afeeO

m Geminaes are amplified.
Apolloni a-po-lo-ni Gor ApolloO

m Beforeasop a /9, nasals are omitted.
panta pa-ta @ll() )
iond i-0-si Qhey should remainO

m  Word-initial cluders are spdled with the following vowel.
Stasandro sa-ta-sa-to-ro man@® name, gen.

m Othewise cdlugers are spelled with thefollowing vowel if of equal orrising
sonoiity, or with the preceding vowe if of faling sonoiity.

pari pa-ti-ri Qo thefather®
memnamenoi me-ma-na-me-no-i  (having rememberedO
arguro a-ra-ku-ro f slverO

katestase ka-te-se-ta-se Q/he placedO

Debate as to whether syllable-sendtive or merely sonoiity-senstive (Woodard 1997)
but this involves identifying consonants with vowels in a sonority-driven manner,
I.e. syllabification, even if afew differences from other uses of syllabification (e.g.
metrical weight).

C. Onset-Coda asymmetry

Linear B (Mycenaean Greek): Signsare V, CV, afew CCV(Chadwick 1967, Hooke
1980, Woodad 1997)

Traditiond story (Chadwick, Hooke): onser cononants are written, coda cononants
are not, s before sop is notwritten.

Sonoiity story (Woodad):
m Find connants are notwritten.

m Consnants are written if the following consonant is of equd or higher sonarity
(with the following vowel, unless there isn@one.



m Consonants are omitted if the following consonant is of lower sonoiity.

sperma pe-ma (3% Qeed, grainO
tripos ti-ri-po n{5 QripodO
Phastos pa-i-to +¥T place nane
anampukes  a-na-pu-ke  TYAR Quithout headband<O
Amnisos a-mi-ni-so TyxR place name
Knossos ko-no-so Pe5 place name
ksun ku-su *E Qogethe withO
potnia po-ti-ni-a sMAYT QadyO
(E.g.sfrom Hooke)

Consonants are associated with vowels (or deleted) in a sonority-driven manner.
Ones tha assodiate forward are written, those that assodate backward ae not.' i.e.
onsets are preferred ove codas. /9 before sop daes not countas an ongt, not
surprisingly.

Matching of syllables to signs is TETU (McCarthy & Prince 2004.
D. Extrasyllabicity of /s/
Cherokee: sgnsareV, CV, /9 (Holmes & Smith 1976, $ancarelli 1996)
katk™ orki ga-li-quo-gi  SPYY  GevenO

kt"o?a gv-do-a EVD Gt is hanging (of along object)
t"ali ta-li WP AwoO
But:
sko:hi s-go-hi WA QenO

Allowing dso
hijawizjas hi-yv-wi-yas HABO@®  AAreyouan Indian?0

(E.g.sfrom Scancardlli)

E. Moraic structure
Some QyllabariesOactudly are moraic.

Japanese kana: sgnsare V, CV, N (coda nasal), Gem (=first member of geminate)
(Hadamitzky & Spahn 1981)

yigaa yu-u-ga-ta WP QeveningO
Kirei Ki-re-i VAR QprettyO

! There are two possible exceptions: wanaks (CxingQ) is written wa-na-ka, and ait"iok"s (man@ name) is
written ag-ti-jo-qo. However, note wa-na-ka-to and wa-na-ka-te (alongside wa-na-ke-te) for genitive
wanaktos and dative wanaktel suggesting an alternative pronunciation or at least spelling exceptionality for
thisword. Also, as-ti-jo-qo could be derived by vocalization of the offglide (there is no qu sign). However,
if these count as written coda consonants, then they identify their nuclear vowel, asin Cypriot.



jippun ji-Gem-pu-N U->5A  Qen minutesO

tabun ta-bu-N 7= 5 h (probably®

Vai: SgnsaeV, CV, N (syllable-find nasal, usudly pronourced [g]) (Singler 1996
tH ta-ha
kZy ke-n

F. Onset/Rhyme structure

Bopomofo (Chinese): Signsare Conss; V, VV, VN, tone(Mair 1996)
Initial-(Glide)-Find-tone

I' b (Conset) ) )
" h Const) "# yh-ao-tone (oodQ)
$ u()
% a(V)
$% ua(GV)
# ao (VV)
& eng(VN)
" an (VN)
Pahawh Hmong: SgnsareV, VV, VN; Corset, CConsety Donset, tonediacritic (Ratliff 1996)

[ERE: sn-f +1  biF To  ShongLue (inventer of Pahavh Hmong script)
Complex onsts:

m pl(au)
ml(au)

pl(au)
mo'i (@)

UG

at

Orherime-ont order of the symbols in awriting system thét is otherwise left-to-right
indicates tha ShongLue Y ang perceived vowels and assocdiated tones E t 0 beprimary
and onsonants E t o beseconday.O(Ratliff, p621)

V. Conclusions and Extensions

Writing systems provide evidence of the psychological rea ityNa nd explicit
accessibilityNo f syllables and many aspects of thar structure and merkedness relations

Syllables and gyllabic membership
Onset-codaasymmetry: unmarked CV syllable
Extrasyllabicity of /s/

Moraic internd structure

m  Onst/rhyme internd sructure

All writing systems encode only asubset of linguistic structures. These tend to bethe
unmarked ones (Stepheans & Jugeson 1978) CV syllabaies are an ingance of this,
encoding unmerked syllables.



Warning: Beware of orthographic bias in phonobgica theory! (E.g. dphabetic bias —
omission of syllables in early generative phonobgy.)

Othe writing systems provide evidence for smaller phonobgical units (Gnanadesikan in
press):

m nudeusvs margin (aksara systems)
m segments (alphabets generally)
m features (han@ul and ohers)

But notlarger phonobgical units (why?):
m phonobgcal feet
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